How can managers remain in charge of their own careers based on personal values and motivations, rather than surrendering to the vulnerabilities of modern day corporate
Introduction
"I think the older I get, the more I realize that when I was young I always thought of a career as a script. So if I am not doing this, this, and In dynamic business environments, organizations are dependent on managers at all hierarchical levels as drivers of strategic adaptability (e.g., Mollick, 2012; Wooldridge et al. 2008) . However, many studies paint an especially vulnerable and dire picture of managerial professionals, such as middle managers, who face a number of pressures and insecurities with regard to their managerial roles and career development (Accenture, 2007; Hales, 2002; Hassard et al., 2012; Prins et al., 2015; Sims, 2003; Watson, 1994 Watson, /2001 . As a consequence, organizations risk losing key talent if professionals, for example, seek alternative ways to obtain a satisfying career and balanced work life (Biese, 2017; Feldman and Ng, 2007; Fraher and Gabriel, 2014) .
To a large extent, this conflict boils down to major shifts of modern careers away from traditional organizational career patterns and the psychological contract at the heart of employee-employer relations towards new forms of career contracts (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996; Hall, 2002; Hassard et al., 2012; Sennett, 1998) . The opening interview quote illustrates the challenges faced by professionals in managerial career tracks when living through the everyday conflicts and confusions entailed by such shifts from 'old' to 'new contracts' (Hall, 2002) . We grow up with very specific ideas about what a (corporate) career typically looks like and how successful careers are typically expected to proceed (Gersick and Kram 2002; Giddens, 1991; Grote and Hall, 2013; Hall, 2002; Jackall, 1988 Jackall, /2010 Sennett, 1998; Super, 1990; Watson, 2009) . While doing everything 'right' to follow these scripts, many managers realize that this does not necessarily reflect who they are or what they want and they miss a sense of fulfilment and satisfaction. They experience the clashing of the external pressures of success with their internal expectations and personal preferences -a conflict between 'self-identity' and 'social-identity' (Watson, 2009: 431 ; see also Hall, 2002; Ibarra and Barbulescu, 2010; Super, 1990) .
The concept of a protean career promises that managers can take back control over their careers by self-directing their paths based on individual values and personal definitions of career success (Briscoe et al., 2006; Feldman and Ng, 2007; Hall, 1996 Hall, , 2002 :
"The protean career is a process which the person, not the organization, is managing. […]
The protean person's own personal career choices and search for self-fulfillment are the unifying or integrative elements in his or her life. The criterion of success is internal (psychological success), not external. In short, the protean career is shaped more by the individual than by the organization and may be redirected from time to time to meet the needs journey and are planning career changes that will bring them closer to their envisioned career goals.
The findings suggest that protean identity construction occurs as an iterative cycle comprised of (1) the discovery of conflicting expectations, (2) the exploration of one's own values and capabilities, (3) the commitment to one's own path and (4) defending that path. Individuals thereby draw on various narrative practices to support each of these steps. In particular, the discovery of conflicting expectations is supported by the practices of 'questioning' and 'disenchanting'; the exploration step is facilitated by 'soul-searching', 'rebelling' and 'pushing growth'; commitment involves 'sacrificing', 'trusting' and 'reframing'; finally, the defense of the protean identity is enabled by 'validating', 'insuring', and 'distancing'.
With these results, the article makes three important contributions: First, while the concept of a protean career and the underlying macro-environmental trends that cause shifts in career contracts have received much attention, this study contributes towards a better understanding of how individuals actually translate the concept into their work life. Second, the study develops a cyclical model to explain the narrative construction of protean identities, complementing Hall's (1996) conceptualization of the protean career as a series of lifelong learning cycles. Finally, the paper addresses calls for more whole-life perspectives on individual careers (e.g., Briscoe et al., 2006; Hall 1996; Hall and Mirvis, 1995) by exploring how protean careers are shaped over a life span, rather than over isolated career episodes.
Protean careers as a response to changing work environments
Changes in organizational environments have caused a shift away from traditional organizational careers (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996; Hall, 2002; Hassard et al., 2012; Inkson, 2006; Sennett, 1998) . For managers, this implies increased vulnerabilities and insecurities about their career trajectories, causing "feelings of anxiety, insecurity, and low morale […] given widespread organizational change, the downgrading of career prospects, and the erosion of societal and organizational norms about career security and 'jobs for life'" (Hassard et al., 2012: 574-575) . This raises serious questions about how managers can regain a sense of control and agency as active shapers of their careers rather than falling victim to the vulnerabilities of modern organizational environments and related career insecurities (e.g., Ehrenreich, 2006; Fraher and Gabriel, 2014; Giddens, 1991; Korman et al., 1981; Sennett, 1998; Vough et al., 2015) .
This study draws on the concept of protean careers as a contemporary career concept that in addition to ideas of increased career mobility places a strong emphasis on individual agency and self-direction, identity as a guiding 'compass' and personal values shaping career trajectories (Gubler et al., 2014; Hall, 2002; Inkson, 2006) . While the term protean originally highlights the notion of adaptability (Inkson, 2006) , further theoretical developments of the concept focus predominantly on aspects of self-direction and value-driven career management, emphasizing psychological or subjective career success over objective success measures (Feldman and Ng, 2007; Hall, 1996 Hall, , 2002 Hall and Mirvis, 1995) . In essence, the protean career is driven by personal values and directed by individuals rather than organizations (Briscoe et al., 2006; Hall, 2002) , turning managers into designers and strategists of their own career paths.
Traditionally, the managerial career progression would mainly depend on organizational expectations and bureaucratic career structures in determining advancement regularities and restricting career choices (e.g., McKinlay, 2002; Sennett, 1998) . Hall (1996 Hall ( , 2002 refers to the 'old psychological contract', which includes a tradition of long-term loyal relationships between employers and their managerial staff being slowly substituted by more precarious, boundaryless career structures (Arthur, 1994; Arthur and Rousseau, 1996; Hall, 1996; Hassard et al., 2012; Sennett, 1998; Stroh et al., 1994) . In particular, professionals are asked to be more flexible in multiple ways. They are expected to be (a) flexible in terms of their skill set, continuously learning new skills and (b) flexible in terms of career changes, being willing to change jobs, employers, or even careers throughout their work life (Arthur, 2008; Feldman and Ng, 2007; Hall 1996 Hall , 2002 .
Despite the discussions of the importance of the protean career in modern work environments, not every professional will automatically develop a protean identity. Hall (1996) highlights that while some individuals will embrace the freedom of protean career contracts, others may find it "terrifying" (p. 10). Many business school graduates, for example, still believe in the importance of starting their careers with widely known companies to build up their professional identity and legitimacy, benefitting from the status and reputation associated with a specific organization (e.g., Bidwell et al., 2015) . The myth of the bureaucratic career model and related career scripts (Fraher and Gabriel, 2014; Jackall, 1988 Jackall, /2010 Stovel and Savage, 2006) remain undeniably prevalent in the thought and practices of certain individuals and organizations, resulting in challenges for managerial identity construction (Bardon et al., 2017; Harding et al., 2014; Maclean et al., 2011; Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003) .
In addition to proactive career management, conceptualizations of protean careers emphasize the reliance on subjective success measures (e.g., Feldman and Ng, 2007) . As a consequence, there are two important components to a protean career: (1) As subjective success is based on personal values and preferences, individuals must be aware of those values in the first place.
Therefore, the ability to recognize and reflect upon one's preferences is central to the protean career (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002; Hall, 1996; Hall et al., 2002 , Hirschi et al., 2017 Marcia, 1966) . (2) In addition to being aware of one's career preferences, proteans must be able to commit to and enact their career accordingly (Feldman and Ng, 2007; Gubler et al., 2014; Hirschi et al, 2017; Marcia, 1966; Super et al., 1996) .
While the concepts of boundaryless and protean careers have received significant attention in the research over the past decades, evidence on how managers actually experience this shift in their everyday work life, and how they manage the at times conflicting definitions of a successful career, remains relatively sparse (e.g., Briscoe et al., 2006; Hall, 2002) . For example, further clarification is needed on how individuals escape the pressures of old contracts and related career scripts when they conflict with individual ideas on desirable career paths and related success measures (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002; Biese, 2017; Harding et al, 2014; Peiperl and Baruch, 1997) . Scholars have, therefore, repeatedly highlighted the need for a deeper understanding of career paths from more individualistic approaches (Arthur, 1994; Arthur et al., 2005; Gunz, 1989; Khapova and Arthur, 2011) .
In particular, narrative approaches to understanding identity processes seem promising in the exploration of the identity construction of professionals and managers (Arthur, 2008; Bardon et al., 2017; Bosley et al., 2009; Fraher and Gabriel, 2014; Hoyer and Steyaert, 2015; Ibarra, 2003; Roberts et al, 2005; Sims, 2003; Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003) . As the successful pursuit of protean careers depends on clarity about one's identity and efficacy or commitment in the implementation of personal career preferences, theories of narrative identity construction help to explain how narratives or life stories (McAdams, 1993) support the protean individual in constructing a clear vision of the self and in keeping up the high levels of motivation and resilience required to implement their protean career path (e.g., Bardon et al, 2017; Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003) . To contribute to a deeper understanding of these processes, this study sets out to investigate how managers narratively construct a protean identity over their life span and how specific narrative practices support them in shaping, implementing and defending their protean identity.
Introducing a narrative identity perspective on protean careers
Narrative approaches in the context of career studies explore how crucial turning points and career decisions are framed to cope with past or present changes and to motivate potential future changes (Fraher and Gabriel, 2014; Gabriel et al., 2010; Hoyer and Steyaert, 2015; Ibarra, 2003; Ibarra and Barbulescu, 2010; McAdams, 1993; Vough et al., 2015) . In particular, this study draws on narrative identity theory as a specific narrative approach that places the focus of analysis on the stories that people create around their life trajectories (McAdams, 1993 (McAdams, , 2011 . Narrative identity is defined as "an internalized and evolving story of the self that provides a person's life with some semblance of unity, purpose, and meaning.
[…]
[It] combines a person's reconstruction of his or her personal past with an imagined future in order to provide a subjective historical account of one's own development" (McAdams, 2011: 100) . The narratives or stories that people tell, therefore, are a means of making sense of their unique biographies with the goal of constructing coherent stories to support their self-understanding as "goal-directed, motivated, and purposeful" (McAdams, 1993: 68) . It is important to note that these life stories include memories that date back far before entering one's work life (e.g., Fraher and Gabriel, 2014; Ibarra and Lineback, 2005) and focus on the significant life events across the whole life span that shape an individual's identity (McAdams, 1993) .
Referring to the importance of recognizing an individual's 'career history' (Inkson, 2002) , Hall et al. (2002) highlight the challenge for protean individuals to keep the different stages of their identity connected and ensure a sense of continuity despite (career) changes -staying "true to one's career history and basic values" while embarking on a transformative career journey that is "still integrated with one's earlier identity" (Hall et al., 2002: 160 Specific narrative practices can help to frame life stories in particular ways to construct stories that remain true to the core thematic lines of the protean identity (e.g., Ibarra, 2003; Ibarra and Lineback, 2005) . While versions of the stories can change over time, it is not necessarily the actual events or 'ingredients' of the story that change, but rather the selection of significant memories and how they are framed (Kegan, 1982; McAdams, 1993) . Fraher and Gabriel (2014), for example, explore how stable 'identity anchors' such as childhood dreams (in that case, the dream of flying for pilots) influence occupational identity and the way in which individuals handle traumatic experiences such as job loss. Vough et al. (2015) illustrate that even with similar factors triggering retirement decisions, different individuals attribute different meanings to these factors. Based on individual sense-making, individuals construct a personal retirement narrative that often differs from the narrative constructed by others despite sharing similar circumstances. The authors specify six types of narratives that managers create around their transition from work life into retirement with either a stabilizing or threatening effect on their identities.
The present study further assumes that protean individuals draw on a repertoire of narrative practices or 'strategies' (Hoyer and Steyaert, 2015) to construct their protean identities and formulate different versions of such stories throughout their career journey to integrate experiences of change into their narratives. Such continuous narrative (re)construction of one's identity has the power to facilitate transformation and help individuals to achieve their vision of who they want to be (Ibarra, 2003; McAdams, 1993 McAdams, , 2011 Roberts et al, 2005; Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003) .
Method
This study draws on an interpretative, narrative methodology, using life story data to explore managerial identities (e.g., Fraher and Gabriel, 2014; Maclean et al., 2011; Watson, 2009 Rodrigues et al., 2013; Super et al., 1996) . The life story interview method allows for the capture of such influences as it explores career histories in light of managers' overall life trajectory, including childhood experiences, educational backgrounds and the role of parents and other key persons along their trajectories.
Data collection
Following a theoretical sampling strategy (e.g., Locke, 2001; Miles and Huberman, 1994) , a total of 29 interviews were conducted with professionals at different career stages and with various backgrounds. The interviews typically lasted between 1 and 2 hours. Each interviewee had experienced at least one significant career change, and many had experienced multiple such changes including, for example, changes within corporate contexts, or dropping out of corporate contexts into academic or entrepreneurial careers (Feldman and Ng, 2007) . What qualifies interviewees as 'protean' in addition to experienced career changes is their narratives focusing on taking responsibility of their trajectory based on personal values and motivations.
Most of the interviewees (21 out of the 29) were in the age bracket of 30-45 representing midlife in terms of career age (Hall and Mirvis, 1995; Super, 1990 ) and a crucial mid-term life span often accompanied by significant changes (Gersick and Kram, 2002; Levinson and Levinson, 1996; Levinson et al., 1978) . Eight interviewees were older than 45, four of which were turning 60 or older. A total of 16 interviewees were female, and 13 were male. Most of the interviewees (25) 
Data analysis
Data analysis proceeded in multiple stages inspired by constructivist grounded theory approaches (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Locke, 2001) with data collection and analysis overlapping and including reiteration between data and theorizing from the data. A first analytical step consisted in going back to individual stories and starting to compare and contrast the stories with one another (Miles and Huberman, 1994) by re-listening to recordings, reading through transcripts and consulting interview notes. As the data collection proceeded, the interview notes first provided important clues to reoccurring themes, with a number of 'déjà vu' moments occurring during the interviews. An example of such moments is the explicit emphasis of multiple interviewees on the importance of having an actual impact on their work environment and the people with whom they work and linking that to career change decisions.
Another example related to what was captured in the interview notes as the 'two steps forward, one step back rule' -with multiple interviewees reporting having accepted career changes that could be interpreted as a career step backwards in a traditional, objective sense, including (temporary) sacrifices in responsibilities or salaries, for example (Feldman and Ng, 2007) . A more systematic coding of the interviews later added to this list of initially observed themes.
With the list of initial codes created in step one, a second analytical step served to categorize Table 1 after cleaning up initial overlaps and repetitions until a stable repertoire of codes was established to capture the identified practices. For example, it was striking during the interviews, and reinforced later during analysis, how often the interviewees expressed a certainty that future opportunities will arise or trusting that things will work out for them and how seemingly positively they framed even events such as past redundancies -everything seemed to be an opportunity for them.
Initially, this positive outlook raised questions with regard to a potential 'accidental' sampling bias that lead to the recruitment of only persons with little hardship experiences in their lives.
However, the number and variety of interviewees and the fact that most of them have not only had good experiences in their past but had also gone through periods of significant challenges including, for example, redundancies, suggested that such observations were indications of specific narrative practices. Related observations were categorized under the labels 'trusting'
and 'reframing' (see Figure 1 , g, h and Table 1 Grouping the practices according to common shared purposes in this way also led to the exploration of the idea of stages. The data initially suggested a potential sequential order of some narrative elements, for example, the interviewees referred to stages in their life at which they were not yet ready for a specific career change despite already recalling a desire for such change at a potential future point. This suggested that the awareness of one's own values and career goals precedes the actual implementation of corresponding changes. Being sensitized to such a potential sequential relationship triggered an exploratory process to determine the relationship among the different groups of practices in a representative conceptual model. This analytical step was furthermore conceptually inspired by related discussions of developmental stages or phases relating to identity formation processes (e.g., Erikson, 1980; Erikson and Erikson, 1997; Kegan, 1982; Levinson and Levinson, 1996; Levinson et al., 1978; Marcia, 1966 ) and the idea of career stages and learning cycles in protean career studies (Gubler et al., 2014; Hall, 1996; Hall and Mirvis 1995; Super, 1990; Super et al., 1996) .
Several iterations of this process of developing a model to best allow the capturing of experiences across the interviewees led to the model in Figure 1 . In this process, the evolving model was constantly challenged, adjusted and refined using each interview as a case to assess how well the current model fits, and if necessary making the appropriate adaptations. For example, an earlier version of the conceptual model had not yet taken into account the abovedescribed differences between being aware of personal (career) preferences and committing to them by making career decisions accordingly and grouped together aspects of exploring and committing to a specific career path. Reiterating this initial model with the data revealed that it did not sufficiently allow for the representation of the differences among individuals who are at an exploration stage and do know what they want and envision specific career changes (e.g., wanting to become self-employed or changing jobs) but who did not yet feel ready to implement such change. As a consequence, the model was refined into a four-step model that distinguishes between step 2: 'Exploring one's own values and capabilities' and step 3:
'Committing to one's own path'.
A similar iterative process was used to further refine the identified narrative practices. For example, initially the category of 'exploring' also included quotes that referred to the discovery of one's own values and differences to external expectations. When further reiterating and 'testing' how well this reflected the actual interview data, a decision was made that the model did not do sufficient justice to the nuances observed in the data, and these instances were separated into distinct narrative practices labelled "questioning", "soul-searching" and "pushing growth", the first capturing instances in which clashes among expectations were discovered and the others summarizing explorations of one's values and skills in different jobs. and how people remember significant life events or turning points -the importance lies in the way in which these subjective recollections and their linking with other events in our life history reflect our personal 'myths': our values, assumptions and the way in which we make sense of our life (Kegan, 1982; McAdams, 1993) . Consequently, the findings presented here describe and discuss the identity narratives of the interviewees, not necessarily their actual careers.
The interviewees narrate what they remember about their career trajectory and related decisions -in a way, they narratively relive their careers in their stories. While this does not allow claims to be made about the actual career experiences, it allows for the analysis of how the interviewees make sense of their past and create a coherent protean story that links past events to the present and influences the anticipated future. open conversation. During the interview, the interviewer aimed to be attentive to the reactions of the interviewee, e.g., body language, indicating comfort or discomfort, and sought to explore the interviewees' responses rather than making assumptions, e.g., further probing or providing tentative summaries "If I understand you correctly…" as a way of 'verifying' and inviting the participants to further explore or give examples. External validity (e.g., Bosley et al., 2009) was mainly ensured by comparing and contrasting the findings with other related studies, e.g., checking consistency with established identity and career theories. Consistency was found, for example, in the observation of the role of self-exploration. However, additional aspects were identified in this study that seemed to have been less explored previously, e.g., the narrative practices of defending the protean identity with only few studies mentioning this aspect on a more general basis (e.g., Alvesson and Willmott, 2002; Sims, 2003) .
Findings
This chapter introduces a conceptual model that maps out the different elements of the narratives upon which the interviewees draw when reflecting upon important career changes and their overall career trajectory. The model explains the narrative construction of protean identities as individuals create a story of how they have discovered their own values and goals and how they have entered a self-directed career path aligned with these values and goals. Narrating career changes and reflecting upon their decision-making process, the story plot of the individuals typically contains steps reconstructing how they discovered alternative options to traditional career patterns and expectations, clarifying which options are most aligned with their own values, interests and capabilities and finding the courage to act upon these preferences, for example, by making significant career changes. The conceptual model and the related narrative practices are summarized in Figure 1 and Table 1 .
---Insert Figure 1 , Table 1 here --- In their stories, the individuals draw on a repertoire of narrative practices to frame how they came to discover the core aspects of their identity, how specific career decisions were encouraged and legitimized, and how they defend their identity and specific choices against challenges by others or against self-doubts ( Alvesson and Willmott, 2002; Ibarra and Deshpande, 2007; Sims, 2003) . These narrative practices are, therefore, central to developing a coherent story line and are intertwined with the core themes representing protean values.
For example, the narrative practice of 'sacrificing' (Figure 1, f) is based on the core theme of 'hard work gets rewarded' (Figure 1, center) and the belief that working hard in life includes periods of sacrifice and compromise to achieve future goals. Such narrative practices therefore fulfil the role of enacting the core themes in the overall story plot; they are used to link these core themes to the actual decisions and actions that are described in the story. The following paragraphs describe each of the four identified core building blocks of the protean story plot and the role of the identified narrative practices.
(
1) Discovering conflict in expectations
The first building block in this model 'Discovering conflict in expectations' (Figure 1, 1) describes the parts of the narratives in which the individuals recollect moments of awakening or becoming aware of one's own values in contrast to often conflicting expectations in the institutional environment including family, educational institutions, or typical career paths reinforced through the media and other forms of public discourse (e.g., Watson, 2009 and what they are actually looking for in their career, they re-assess these aspects, attributing much less importance to them than previously (Biese, 2017; Gersick and Kram, 2002; Levinson and Levinson, 1996; Levinson et al., 1978; Super, 1990) : "I was sick of driving company cars".
In their narratives, the interviewees construct a picture of such rewards as having lost their charm or desirability as they realize how these symbols of success are inherently interlinked with the externally imposed ideals of the career patterns that they discard. Often, related narratives refer to changes in life circumstances or entering a different stage of one's life that triggers the change in priorities.
"I worked in sales and business development and in marketing, I really enjoyed it and it was very glamorous in many ways you know, nice cars, nice hotels, nice events, nice whatever. […] However, I literally just realized at some point that it was great and I loved it but after a while it was, well, it was enough and I felt that I wanted to wake up every day feeling that what I was doing really had a purpose." (Meryl, interview 12) (2) Exploring one's own values and capabilities
While increasing awareness of conflicts between external expectations and personal preferences is at the heart of the first building block of the protean story plot, the second block is characterized by acting upon the experienced conflict and actively exploring what an individual is actually good at doing (can do) and wants to do: "I think I can do this and I
think I'd enjoy this".
The practice of 'soul-searching' captures recollections of how to discover what brings enjoyment to an individual and includes both aspects of reflection and experimentation with different jobs and work contexts to explore which contexts correspond best to who an individual wants to become (McAdams, 1993; Super, 1990; Super et al., 1996 Furthermore, the core theme of 'never stop learning' at the heart of protean values is represented in the strategy of 'pushing growth' in the form of constantly challenging oneself, improving on existing skills and acquiring new skills. As a narrative practice, 'pushing growth' refers to the observation that when explaining specific career choices and changes in their stories, the interviewees frequently phrased such decisions as opportunities for learning and personal growth. The interviewees thereby repeatedly emphasized how they have been proactively pushing personal boundaries, for example, when trying out things that they did not necessarily previously define as their core strength:
"Previously, I was always a good student without any effort, so I could do any subject without a problem. At [this school] I saw my limits and I think it was good somehow. […] [Later,] at university I gave myself another chance with Mathematics and I took calculus.

And I think that's the biggest value: that everything was challenging." (Katie, interview 14)
This exploration of one's capabilities and preferences serves as much as a means of learning what an individual enjoys and for which he or she has talent as it is about defining boundaries by identifying the things that they do not enjoy or do not feel excelling at. Pushing growth as a mode of continuous self-challenging involves taking charge of one's own (learning) journey and owning one's choices, which is closely linked to the core theme of agency as the perception of being in control of one's own path.
(3) Committing to one's own path
This third element is linked to the courage of actually implementing career decisions that result from the preceding self-exploration practices. Such commitment might demand some significant career changes that go beyond the changes an individual has pursued as part of the exploration and experimentation described in the practices of the second building block.
Inevitably, there are some overlaps between the two -for example, commitment to one's own career path is likely to continue the theme of seeking continuous opportunities for development and growth. However, this third building block accounts for the observation that while references to exploring different work options and experimenting, learning and reflecting upon one's preferences were prominent in all of the interviewees' stories, some interviewees revealed that while envisioning corresponding career changes, they still have not yet realized this step. Others had made such significant career changes to live a more protean work life at the time of the interview but recalled periods in their prior work life when they already knew what they wanted to do; however, they lacked the commitment to pursue that final step and actually initiate the change. In this regard, a number of interviewees told stories about aspiring to work self-employed or become entrepreneurs as their ultimate goal of living a career according to their protean preferences; yet, they had not yet done so. These narratives were fed by reasons related to the need for financial security and providing for families, or not feeling ready because they told themselves they (still) lacked the right level of skill or experience, for example, for a successful entrepreneurial venture. Therefore, further inspired by differentiation of self-exploration and commitment or implementation (Marcia, 1966; Super et al., 1996) or identity clarity and self-efficacy (e.g., Hirschi et al, 2017) as two key aspects of protean careers -exposing a protean career orientation and actually taking a protean career path (Gubler et al., 2014 ) -this observation was captured by separating these two elements of (a) gaining clarity about one's values and capabilities and then (b) having the courage to make career decisions in accordance with these preferences.
Thus, what are the narrative practices used by the interviewees to build a coherent story around why a particular point in life was right to initiate change, while they had previously been hesitant to commit to more radical changes? The strategy of "reframing" serves individuals to re-interpret the challenges along their path that might have previously held them back. Aspects of an anticipated career change that they perceived as not truly fitting with the previous versions of their story (because that is not really who they are or what they want) are reframed in a way that they become part of a coherent story -in the spirit of 'yes, I
did not like that before, but my perspective has now changed'. For example, for Susan, one of the core advantages of her previous career in professional services and without a family to care for was the flexibility in deciding her work time pattern and being able to work whenever and wherever she wanted. This would have been a key factor in working according
to her values and preferences. As she made the decision to change careers into a large corporate multinational that might not deliver the same flexibility (and also becoming a mother shortly after) the idea of being more constrained in time is now reframed as a source of "inspiration" in her story:
"Today, I am working exactly 8.25 hours every day because it is impossible to manage with childcare otherwise. I need to squeeze work into this time window. That was a big challenge in the beginning but by now it is also kind of an inspiration because it is forcing me to do things in a certain time." (Susan, interview 5)
'Sacrificing' is a further key practice, for example, when individuals recollect deliberately accepting career moves that could be characterized as backwards moves considering a more typical career progression. This could, for example, relate to corporate career trajectories, because a particular move means regressing in hierarchical terms and/or losing associated privileges including cuts in salary or responsibility. Such sacrifices are often portrayed as only temporary, meaning that they will last for a transitionary period and are necessary to implement a career transition (for example, re-training to be prepared for a new career). They are framed as temporary sacrifices or compromises with an expected delayed reward and link back to the core theme of 'hard work gets rewarded' -reinforcing the belief that these sacrifices will indeed pay off and are therefore the right thing to do.
One reoccurring pattern across interviews was a type of faith or trust displayed by the interviewees of being in control of their own future or that things will turn out well for them.
For example, many were certain that whatever occurs in the future, including risks such as redundancy, they would be able to find appropriate work again. It seems that this firm belief in being able to successfully handle whatever situation might occur in their future work life provides a feeling of confidence and trust that is necessary to continue on their self-chosen path, independent of risks or failures along the way. This practice of 'trusting', therefore, is an important narrative practice to reassure individuals on their path as a basis for remaining persistent and patient, even during challenging times, and to mitigate some of their (previous) fears of making a significant career change. The interviewees reinforce this belief by using expression such as being absolutely certain or absolutely convinced. In the following quote, Yvette recalls how 'weird' it felt that once she changed her career to pursue truly 'interesting'
and 'fascinating' work, she found a new confidence that this is a career that would work out over the long term, independent of the potential drawbacks that she might have to face:
"I don't think I ever had a situation where I was finishing [one job] without having signed for the next. This is the first time I have this thing, and it is fantastic. I know where I am going […] I haven't signed but I don't worry about it, and that is a very weird place to be." (Yvette, interview 29) (4) Defending one's own path
This last component, labelled 'defending one's own path,' might sound surprising in light of defining a protean career as one that is based on personal values, interests and capabilities and caters towards subjective individual success measures. What is there to defend, and against what or whom? Considering that the protean journey as described thus far demands the individual to actively combat external career expectations and objective career success factors, and given the described career 'sacrifices' from a more objective or traditional career view point (Feldman and Ng, 2007; Watson, 2009 ) as well as the risks associated with taking alternative paths, it might seem less surprising that the interviewees build defense strategies into their career stories that help them handle personal doubts and/or challenges that come from their social environment.
Step four in the model, therefore, emphasizes the narrative practices used by individuals to stabilize, legitimize and defend their protean story.
The practice of 'validating' relates to the construction of a sense of everything coming together and finding one's true protean identity, combining the different puzzle pieces from one's past history. Being able to make significant career changes necessitates the discovery of that which aligns with the protean vision of oneself as well as the identification of that which does not match and has been found to be less essential to one's identity. Once they decided to commit to a significant change in career with all of the attached risks, the interviewees seek reassurance by linking this current choice to past choices, childhood dreams, or core valuesit makes sense because this is what I always wanted or who I always was (e.g., Fraher and Gabriel, 2014; Super et al., 1996) . Such validation or reassurance supports the decision and reinforces the conviction of having made the right choice. Meryl, for example, decided to leave a large financial services institution for a smaller microfinancing agency and 'validated' this decision as follows:
"I was always driven by helping people […] I didn't have that helping people element [in the previous jobs] and here I was 'oh it's business but it's helping people', it's doing some sort of good. So that's why I was always attracted to microfinance, sustainability, something like that." (Meryl, interview 12)
The narrative practice of 'insuring' is about having some back-up plan if things go wrong, and it includes access to sufficient resources to mitigate the risks associated with a career change, including financial resources which, interestingly, are often accumulated as a result of having previously successfully pursued a more conventional career path (e.g., corporate
careers with a hierarchical progression). Alison, for example, was only able to pursue a drastic career change leaving her well-paid job in professional services due to the financial cushion she had built up: "I had enough money to support myself during [the career change] and afterwards even if I needed, so I felt relaxed on that part." (Alison, interview 1)
Insuring further includes building back-up options into career change narratives; in the extreme, the assurance of even being able to go back to the 'old' career, having built up the networks, and a certain status in case a person realizes at some point that a career change does not work out as planned. Susan (interview 5), for example, justifies her career change to a new business area from a fast-track management career back to a client-based operational career in two ways: (1) this change allowed her to do what she wanted and (2) it also allowed her to accumulate a new skill set that would be valued whatever future direction she decides to take, thus leaving all options open to return back to the management track at later stages.
Finally, 'distancing' represents another practice as means of defending the choices made and stabilizing the protean identity. Distancing involves comparing the current self and the pursuit of a protean career path to alternative options, other people pursuing these options or even former versions of oneself. It captures the notion of being different and 'this is not me', creating a narrative around more typical careers and the people pursuing them as violating one's own values and positioning oneself in clear opposition: In sum, these narrative practices provide endorsement of career choices, discarding external expectations and pre-scribed career paths. They offer reassurance that one's sacrifices have been worthwhile and contribute towards stabilizing the protean career orientation.
From an analytical perspective, the proposed conceptual model suggests a sequential order of the four identified building blocks, in line with underlying life cycle theories of identity formation and career development as discussed above in the data analysis section. The career narratives resonate with such a sequential logic as the chronology of the stories places moments of discovering clashes in self-identity and external expectations before a process of exploration and personal growth through various career stages. Many of the interviewees also make deliberate distinctions among the moments in their life when they recall having discovered what they really want from their career but where they had not yet had the opportunity or been courageous enough to actually implement the necessary changes.
However, other elements in the model can overlap between different phases. For example, the practice of validating served individuals to signal reassurance in their stories that they have made the right choice after a change had occurred; though, it was equally used when reconstructing moments of decision-making before actually implementing a change. Another example is illustrated above when highlighting that practices such as, for example, 'pushing growth,' extend beyond the second stage to which they are primarily allocated. Therefore, while there is an underlying sequential logic to the components in the model from a conceptual viewpoint, the actual stories rarely make such clear-cut stage-related distinctions, and the conceptual building blocks and related practices can overlap in a specific narrative.
Furthermore, the proposed model of narrative protean identity construction is intended to represent a general pattern of the elements of protean life stories. However, personal differences and nuances apply as to (a) how many of these 'loops' can be included in the overall story or how many sub-stories an interviewee tells referring to particular career episodes (Hall, 2002) and (b) how intensely they experience each step. For example, similar to the idea of recycling through different career stages, or multiple career episodes as repeating learning cycles (e.g. Hall, 1996 Hall, , 2002 Hall and Mirvis, 1995; Super et al., 1996) , some stories comprised several (full or partial) loops of the cycle of building blocks. For example, Connor (interview 15) describes a major transformation from a corporate marketing and sales career to the nonprofit sector as part of his story and recalls that at this time in his career he felt he had arrived in a context that was considerably more suited for him (e.g., the experience of a true family like community). He then continues his story that a few years later he realized that this was just her story might continue in the future, she begins to elaborate on how new clashes in expectations and reality appear, and she imagines potential future careers, for example, as an academic (opening another loop of the model in her story). Therefore, an overall life story could include several sub-stories or narratives that relate to specific career episodes (Gubler et al., 2014; Hall and Mirvis, 1995; McAdams, 1993) , drawing on the identified building blocks and related practices in each of these sub-stories.
Discussion
In response to increasing career vulnerabilities faced by managers today, this study set out to investigate how people construct a protean identity as a basis for a self-directed career that is aligned with personal values and subjective definitions of career success. A protean career identity offers a way to cope with the multiple challenges, frustrations and anxieties to which managers are exposed as a consequence of changing societal and organizational contexts (Accenture, 2007; Giddens, 1991; Hales, 2002; Hall, 2002; Hassard et al., 2012; Prins et al., 2015; Sims, 2003; Watson, 1994 Watson, /2001 . In particular, the study draws on narrative identity theory (McAdams, 1993 (McAdams, , 2011 and the understanding that individuals use their personally constructed life stories as a means of understanding who they are, framing their past, present and anticipated future into a meaningful story that provides purpose and direction. These personal narratives or stories support managers in shaping, implementing and defending a career path in line with their self-identity.
The findings suggest a conceptual model that explains how individuals narratively construct their protean identity through story plots that incorporate four core building blocks: (1) the discovery of conflicting expectations, (2) the exploration of one's own values and capabilities, (3) the commitment to one's own path and (4) defending this path. Individuals thereby draw on various narrative practices to support each step, in particular, the discovery of conflicting expectations is supported by the practices of 'questioning' and 'disenchanting'; the exploration step is facilitated by 'soul-searching', 'rebelling' and 'pushing growth'; commitment to one's own path involves 'sacrificing', 'trusting' and 'reframing'; finally, the defense of the protean identity is enabled by 'validating', 'insuring', and 'distancing'.
These findings make three important contributions. First, while the concept of a protean career and the underlying macro-environmental trends that cause shifts in career contracts have received much attention, this study contributes towards a better understanding of how individuals actually translate the concept into their work life. In particular, the study provides further clarification of the link between identity and career changes (Arthur, 2008 , Hall et al., 2002 . Constant career changes are a typical component of protean careers and can be interpreted as threatening identity stability. This raises questions with regard to the proteans' ability to protect their identity and remain true to themselves in the context of continuous change (Hall et al., 2002) . The concept of narrative identity allows individuals to cope with change with a continuously evolving narrative (e.g., Ibarra and Barbulescu, 2010) . This evolving story allows individuals to make sense of their life and (re)frame a coherent story, incorporating changes, to stabilize and validate their sense of self (McAdams, 2011) . For managers, this sense-making allows them to construct a narrative identity that explains how they see themselves in their organizational contexts and how they address potential conflicts between institutional expectations and internal preferences (Bardon et al., 2017; Giddens, 1991; Harding et al, 2014; Super, 1990; Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003; Watson, 2009 ) by creating a story that best corresponds to their core values and beliefs and that best closes the gap between who a person aspires to be and who she or he believes to be at present.
Second, the study develops a cyclical model that explains the narrative construction of protean identities and that complements Hall's (1996) conceptualization of the protean career as a series of lifelong learning cycles. The generated insights on the link between narrative identity construction and career change reinforce the idea of approaching a protean identity not as a binary variable (being a protean or not) but rather as a process, or journey (Ashforth, 1998; Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003; Super et al., 1996) . Becoming a protean is a life-long achievement supported by the narrative sense-making of the past, present and anticipated future in the stories that people create about their personal journey.
While previous studies have identified a number of components or stages of protean careers (such as self-exploration, self-reflection, self-efficacy) (e.g., Hall, 2002; Hirschi et al., 2017; Super, 1990; Super et al. 1996) , the current study expands these findings by taking a narrative identity lens and identifying and categorizing the different elements of the protean identity from this perspective, as well as organizing these elements into a process model to highlight how they work in interaction and complement one another. The proposed model of narrative identity construction as an iterative cycle of discovering, exploring, committing and defending further expands our understanding of the link between the continuous stages or learning cycles in a protean career and individual identity (Arthur, 2008; Gubler et al., 2014; Hall et al., 2002; Super et al., 1996) and reiterates the nature of the protean career and identity development as a result of "many cycles of learning stages (continuous learning), rather than a single lifelong career stage cycle" (Hall and Mirvis, 1995: 269) .
While some of the identified elements relate to previous studies on career development stages (e.g., aspects of exploration), previous research seems to particularly neglect the element of defense of the protean identity. Protean managers as reflective individuals seek constant reassurance in pursuing the right choices -this is facilitated by the narrative practices of 'validating', 'insuring' and 'distancing' that have been discussed in the findings. Specifically, the strategy of 'distancing' was surprisingly strong, at times even taking on the nature of demonizing by adding a strong normative judgement to alternative career options. An example of this is the elevation of the protean self above people who pursue alternative options or organizations that support more traditional organizational contracts in the sense of 'I am more ethical' or morally higher in values. These insights further expand the limited evidence on how individuals defend their identities (e.g., Alvesson and Willmott, 2002) and specifically on the influence of 'reference groups' that exercise pressure (Grote and Hall, 2013 ; see also Bosley et al., 2009; Watson, 2009 ).
Other identified practices such as 'questioning' are linked to defense strategies as the moments of discovering compliance with external expectations, such as following in the family footsteps with occupational choices (Grote and Hall, 2013) . Hall and Mirvis (1995) make reference to examples of such moments of realization experienced by managers when they actively reflect on their past choices and decisions, for example, while engaging in career planning exercises. What seems less explored is the consequences of such questioning and distancing, especially when it takes on a stronger form of demonizing including strong moral judgements and thereby inevitably burning bridges between the reconcilability of traditional organizational contracts and protean careers. This raises a number of challenges, especially for managers pursuing a corporate career, as it is likely that they will need to balance the organizational pressures that are often still linked to the idea of more traditional career contracts with their own protean values (Bardon et al., 2017; Sims, 2003) . These insights also highlight that while following a protean career can be rewarding and fulfilling, there is a dark side to it in the form of constant challenges to this self-centered career approach against more traditional organizational contracts and career success definitions that still shape corporate culture in many organizations today (e.g., Jackall, 1988 Jackall, /2010 .
Third, the paper addresses calls for more whole-life perspectives on individual careers to consider the influences of the social context outside work boundaries (e.g., Briscoe et al., 2006: 31; Grote and Hall, 2013; Hall 1996; Hall and Mirvis, 1995) . With the life story approach (Atkinson, 1998; McAdams, 1993) , the study thus addresses the often neglected link between protean careers and individual career histories (Inkson, 2002) and follows a call for research methods that account for the rich life histories beyond the actual work context that influence career development (e.g., Arthur, 2008; Fraher and Gabriel, 2014; Khapova and Arthur, 2011; Super et al., 1996; Watson, 2009) . Some of the identified narrative practices, for example, 'validating', represent attempts to link one's past, present and future, e.g., by linking early childhood experiences to present career decisions (see also Fraher and Gabriel, 2014) . Other practices establish this link more indirectly as the repeated cycle of narrative identity construction starts before an individual enters work life, and each repetition of the cycle across the whole life span intensifies or further stabilizes the protean identity.
As with all research, the particular focus and method of this study exhibits limitations. First, as with all constructivist grounded theory approaches, limitations apply with regard to the proposed theory or explanatory model and related interpretations and choices made by the researcher (Charmaz, 2006: chapter 6; Locke, 2001: 52-54) . For example, while this study identifies a number of narrative practices that support the construction of protean identities and integrates them into a conceptual model, it by no means claims that this is an exhaustive or conclusive list. Future research is invited to further refine and contribute to the existing list of narrative practices and strategies (e.g., Hoyer and Steyaert, 2015) and further validate the underlying mechanisms of narrative identity construction served by these practices.
Second, due to the nature of this study and the focus on professionals and managerial careers, the generalizability of the findings is limited. Many of the interviewees who shared their stories for this research project were not only well-educated and highly skilled but they also fit into the pattern of career studies that focus on Western, industrialized contexts and are often based on very particular samples that are limited in diversity (e.g., Baruch et al., 2015; Briscoe et al., 2012) . Indeed, the narrative identity construction cycle discussed in this study might be much more applicable to white-collar workers and professionals with more academic backgrounds, for example, benefitting from transferable skills that facilitate career changes. Equally, many of the interviewees were in a fortunate position of not having to worry about existential financial insecurities, and many had safety nets in place (financial, or in terms of networks) to cushion career changes if needed. This does not demean the significance of the changes they implemented during their careers or undermine the courage needed to enact a protean identity; however, it does somewhat limit the transferability of the findings to individuals who fall outside these boundaries.
Conclusion
When people look back on their career and life histories at a particular point in time, they construct a narrative that (ideally) provides a coherent story of who they are and why they are where they are today (McAdams, 1993) . This article explored the career stories of professionals who pursue managerial careers in corporate contexts or have decided to drop out of corporate careers. The study analyzed the stories of these managers entering the corporate world, their journey within as well as their way out of corporate careers. The typical building blocks of these stories were identified as well as the related narrative practices that drive the narrative construction of what is labelled 'protean identities' following protean careers (Hall 2002) . In their stories, the interviewees reconstructed their career trajectories, identifying why they have made certain career decisions or how they have coped with situations in which the decision was out of their hands (e.g., redundancies). With the help of specific narrative practices, they formulate a coherent story to make sense of their past trajectory, their present situation and their anticipated and envisioned future. The narrative practices identified in this paper fulfil various functions from encouraging (future) moves to defending past decisions and protecting self-identity. Taken together, the practices represent an important tool in creating a story line that emphasizes agency and a sense that individuals are directing their careers, rather than victimizing and feeling exposed to the vulnerabilities of modern-day corporate work environments (e.g., Fraher and Gabriel, 2014; Hassard et al., 2012; Korman et al., 1981; Sennett, 1998; Vough et al., 2015) . This sense of agency lies at the heart of a protean identity -authoring a story around a self-directed, valuedriven identity that allows one to cope with the pitfalls of modern managerial careers and to find meaning in navigating the obstacles and contradictions of corporate managerial careers or finding alternative career paths (Gubler et al., 20014; Hall, 1996 Hall, , 2002 .
Notes
1 All names referring to study participants are pseudonyms to respect anonymity.
2 I thank Reviewer 2 for the constructive comments on how to approach the difference between actual career experiences and narratives about these experiences, strengthening the focus of the analysis. 
